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On July 15, the Senate Judiciary Committee approved legislation to suspend the deportation of
up to 700,000 Nicaraguans and Salvadorans who are now illegally in the United States. The 9 to 2
vote follows a move by the Reagan administration last week to grant liberalized immigration status
only to the estimated 150,000 to 200,000 Nicaraguans living in the US. Critics have complained
that economic and social conditions in Nicaragua and El Salvador are equally bad, but that the
administration has singled out Nicaraguans for favorable treatment only because it wants to
embarrass the Sandinista government. The major opposition to the Senate bill came from Sen.
Alan K. Simpson (R-Wyo.), chief author of the sweeping new immigration law signed by President
Reagan last November, who said he agrees that conditions are bad in El Salvador and Nicaragua
but is concerned this change could upset the delicate balance of the new law. In response to
questioning from Sen. Dennis DeConcini (D-Ariz.), the bill's sponsor, Simpson said that neither
Nicaraguans nor Salvadorans should receive special status. That had been the administration's
position until its announcement last week. Sen. Edward M. Kennedy (D-Mass.) called the order
signed last week by Attorney General Edwin Meese a "rather phoney document" that basically
restates current laws. But Kennedy charged that even before the order, Nicaraguans were receiving
preferential treatment. He said that 88% of requests for political asylum from Nicaraguans are
being approved by the Immigration and Naturalization Service, while the INS grants asylum to
only about 3% of Salvadorans who apply. Asylum requests are normally handled by INS on a
case-by-case basis, while the Deconcini bill and another introduced in the House by Joe Moakley
would apply special status to the two nationality groups. The US government has given special
immigration status, known as extended voluntary departure (EVD), to certain groups of aliens,
including those from Poland, Ethiopia and Afghanistan who have come to the United States to avoid
war or persecution in their home countries. Without that or some other special status, the illegal
aliens from Nicaragua and El Salvador face immediate deportation if they are caught by the INS. In
May, the administration turned down a plea from Salvadoran President Jose Napoleon Duarte that
thousands of illegal Salvadoran refugees not be forced to return to his country. The administration
refused the request because it feared such a move would suggest that the Duarte regime, which
Reagan supports, is unstable. The INS has estimated that there are as many as 500,000 Salvadoran
aliens living illegally in the United States. (Basic data from WASHINGTON POST, 07/16/87)
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